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Letting go: writer
Celia Dodd today
(main image) and with
her family whenthey
were growingup
RICHARD MILDENHALL

goodbye

As a working mother, CellaDodd found that
the wrench of ‘empty nest syndrome’ took her by
surprise. But she soon discovered she was not alone
— and that this new phase of life has a definite plus side

terday I gotacall

frommy 19-year-old

daughter Alice in

Cambodin, whohad

been due home to-

morrow, tosay that

she would be stay-

ing for another month. At fivst I can
honestly say I felt what parents are
supposed to when they're letting go:
that it's great she’s so independent,
having such fabulous experiences, that
she foels secure enough to go sa far.
She was the last of my three children
to leave when she went to university
Jast September, and because she’s a
fewyears younger than her brothers,

Adam, 24, and Paul, 26, 've bieen let
into the empty nest gradually.

But today I just miss her: It’s a hor-
ribly physical, quensy feeling and therels
no point even trying to be rational.
Other mothersdeseribe the same kind
of viscera! wrench: a hand goesto the
heart as they say they feel bruised, ill,

emply whena childleaveshome.

But what did [ expect? Bringing up
children iz such o physical business. 1
mourn the passing of an era, the loss
of babies who breastfed, the toddlers
who held my hand on the beach, who
cuddled up and read Alfie on the sofa,
‘IJ"I:" 1 1ned all ﬁr(" B L m

I misstheir teenage selves, Loo - all that

hanging about, watching telly togeth-
er.theck tiring L 1
of them - that elusive mix of feet, fags,
aftershave and Coco Mademoiselle.
Friends try to cheer you up by say-
ing “they'll be back”, or “you can al-
ways Skype them", but that missesthe
point, Of course technology helps, but
it’s no substitute for the real thing.
Communication inour family is most-
Jy nan-verbal, and anyway you can't
tell your child’s mood from a text. I
hatethe fact that these days meetings
have to be scheduled, and it always
fecls so poignant when afterwards the
children go back to the new address-
o8 they now call home. Some of my

saddest memories are of sitting tongue-
tiedin Starbucks in some university
town, stuck in limbo before you have
to say groodbye yet again.

The physical acheis there whether
youwork or not. This has been a rev-
elation to my generation of working
mothers. We're still stuck with the idea
thatthe empty nest affects only a very
traditional kind of housewife - some-

onelike my own mum, who taught part-
titne but built her life around her bus- -
band and four children. As the.-

youngest by a long chalk T observed

how bereft she was when my siblings !

left home, And as aresult I resolved,
even before my children were born, to
maintain a strong separnte identity
through my work, [ assumed my ca-
reer would insulate me from the iso-
Jation and redundancy associated with
empty-nest syndrome.

Tt worked, but only up to @ point.
Full-blown empty-nest syndrome - de-
bilitating grief and loss of purpose ~is
mercifully rare, but thot doesn't mean
the transition isn't still painful and
complicated, as well as exciting and
discombobulating When1started in-
terviewing parents for my book about
theempty nest, it wasclear that work-
ing mothers find it just ashard as
stay-at-home mothers.

‘Umi Sinhn, who teaches creative
writing, says: “ was really surprised
by how absolutely bereft [ felt when
Jared and India left.  have always tried
tokeepmyidentity as a person as well
as my identity as a mother. It wasn't
just that I missed them, it was feeling
that 1 had moved into adifferent phase
of life. Despite having severasl part-
time jobs nnd plenty of interests, my
primary identity was being a mother”

o

This is in line with research in the
1970s by the American sociologist Lil-
lian Rutiin, which found that - contrary
to received wisdom - stay-nt-home
mothers weregenerally pretty relieved
whentheir children left. Of course they
missed them for awhile, but they'd had
enough of mothering and were ready
t0 move on to more “me time".

For mothers today the empty nest
is less straightforward. Whether they
work full-time, part-time or stay at
home, women often feel less certain
about the decisions they mode than
their mothers, whose choices were
more limited. Once the children had
gone, my own mother’s life revolved
around my father; her cholces, such
as they were, were dictated by his.

So for me regret about whether [
made the right decision is a big part
of the empty nest. I never regret not
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Coping strategies for
the empty nest

B Face your feellngs, Have a good cry,
go through the family atbums and talk
to someane you can rely onto be
genuinely sympathetic, who won't just
tell you to cheer up.

M Practise belng spontaneous - not
always easy after years of organlising
your Hfe around ather people: if
someone suggests a last-minte euting,
don't automatically say Ro.
8 Allow yourse! time to adjust to the

. notion of not being needad on a daity
basis. 1t's fine to ding on to comfarting
routines Tor a while at Jaast. Find

grieve formy children! eaving home.
What you go through when your chil-
dren leave is g0 poignant and power-
ful, yet it's dismissed as bieing a bit
cheesy. Even women who are going
through the same thing sometimes
make me feel energetically as if I'm
signing up for my old-age pension. 1
want to acknowledge the past and the
poignancy of my children leaving, but
with optimism.” .~

Inother ways the empty nest isless
straightforward for my generation,
too. Back in the day, I couldn't wait to
get awny from my parents, whereas
our children keep bouncing in and out
of the nest and we want to stay close-
ly involved in thetrlives. Myson Adam
hasbeenlivingat home since hegrad-
unbed last year and that suits me fine,
Ml‘lﬂﬂ#. T s .‘w 1311 e ild

things to mrture - but don’t get adag
justyet.

B H.you'remarrled or with a partner,
don'twait untll the nest empties
completety to discuss plans for the
future and dolng more together.

w Dig out a selection of photos that
don't feature your children: of friends
and occasions you'va enjoyed without
them. It's a good reminder that itis
perfectly possible to have a good time
without the children.

When your child comes home,

s0 it’s our only opportunity to live to-

without his siblings. Butin the
back of my mind there is always the
thought that we'll have to say goodbye
again some time and I keep hoping it-
won't be too soon. I know from the
wrenchwhen his older brother moved
into his own flat that such permanent
partings are on another level from
when they're at university and still
come home in the holidays.

But the emply nest isnot all sadness
andregret. Life goeson, and I've grad-
ually found that this new phase can be
welrdly exeiting Lquite like fecling that
the carpet's been pulled [rom under

ac ledge that ther Is

" nowona different footing. You can no
¥ . longer expect them to'say where

£ they're golng or what tima they'll be
home, although you can expect them to
consider your feellngs. -

“ glving up work, but I doregret my
":dodgier decisions about childcare,
‘spending ATy kends working
and not taking the kids on more out-
ings-- I regret not enjoying them
enough, OvernightI've turned
Anto one of those middle-oged women
‘who peer into pushehairs and warn
young mums to make the most of it.
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R? So themainimpetus for writing my

. boak was to find out what it meansto
parents now - fathers as well as

mothers - and whether people still _
feel as I do, that it's a big deal. On the”

whole, they do: Rose summed it u
. when she said: "I'm not just some re-
|7 -dundant menopau sal woman who
&[-h.asu't got anything better to do than

me. [tmakesyoudq everything:
yourrelationships, your achievements,
‘yourwork, how you enjoy yourself, how
much time you waste on admin.

And like many emi? nesters, now
that the dust hassettled, I've got more
energy - energy which, almost with-
ot you realising it, hasbeen ahsorbed
by other people’s emational, physical
and psychalogical needs for 20-0dd
f'ears. Having less mess, cooking and
aundry isonly a small part of it. Jenni

* Stuart-Anderson, a rug designer and

teacher whose only daughter Rhian-
non first leftseven years ago, explains:

“T missed Rhiannon desgurately for '

about ayear; andIstilldo. But thecom-
pensation has been getting my time
back, and managing
pletely diffevent way, Children take up
alot of space, physically, emotionally,
in every way. And when they're not
there you get that space back.”

Eight years into my empty nest, I'm
still not sure whether I'll ever be as
happy asIwas whenThad young chil-
dren. But atleast I've got over the ini-
tinl feeling of purposelessness, It has
been replaced by a new sense of ur-
gency about making themost of what-
evercomes next, and I'm beginning to
feel what the most contented empty
nesters feel, that the time is right to
move.on. Well, just as soon as I've
Skyped Alice in Cambodia, that is.

“The Empty Nest: How to survive and
stay close to your adult child’ by Celia
Dodd (Piatkus, £12.99)
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‘The boy came in
alert.Hours later,
his organs were
packing up’

Dr Nellie
Thuwaites

the case of a little boy who was about

18 months old really changed Lhe
course of my carveer. He had seomed a
bit unwell and his mother had been
anxious about him and taken him to the
GP, wha thought he simply had a viral
illness. However, the boy's mother was
unconvinced: he wasn’t himself; he'd
become pale, wasn't playing and his
breathing was a bit funny.

She felt that this was very odd for
him, so she brought him to St Mary’s,
the hospital where I was worlking as a
paediatric intensive care registrar at
the time.

‘When he came through the doors of
the accident and emergency depart-
ment he-had developed oné purple spot
on his tummy. That is always very . .
worrying in a child who is pale, irritable
and has a fever, because it is the
hallmark of a condition called
meningococcal septicaemia, which
often gets called meningitis - but it isn't
meningitis, it's blood poisoning, which
is much worse. One hundred years ago
a doctor in America described it as an
illness that slays more quickly than any
other infection.

At the time the boy was still alert and
communicating with his mothen, bubin
a matter of hours we saw him Lrans-
formed into a child with extreme multi-
organ failure. A terrible black rash had
appeared all over his body, his kidneys
and breathing were packing up, his
heart wasn't working properly.

But hecause he'd come through the
doors of St Mary's, which at the time
hid a specialist intensive care unit for
meningococeal infections, he was
immediately put into the intensive care
unit, where for the next 24 hoursa
battle ensued to stabilise him and save
his life. What's terrible about this
infection is a child can be alive and
apparently stable one minute and dead
the next, which is a really horrific thing
for parents and doctors to see.

In the end he had a couple of
amputations, a few fingers and a bit of
his foot, but nothing that he couldn't
cope with for the rest of his life. He was
actually quite lucky because many
children with this condition end up
losing mueh more.

But seeing the speed of devastation
made me want to know more about
how this disease presents itself in the
community, so I was funded by the
Meningitis Research Foundation to do
abig national project. From that work
has come a lob of information which has
been disseminated around the country
and I think a lot of good has come from
what was really a terrible case. I've
been a doctor for 22 years now and
there are some patients and experi-
ences that you just don't forget.

The Meningitis Research Fi is
petitioning the Government Lo add the new
Meningitis Buaccine (when it has received
its approval and license from the European
Medicines Agency) to those recommended
for all infants, wuwmeningitis.org

]:'m a consultant paediatrician and
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